
Learning by "playing":

ENGAGING STUDENITS IN
DIGITAI- HISTORY

ABSTRACT
ComputaLona ddelopmenc ûf the di nrvo deGdes have had an enomoB hpa.r on edù.àlion Fbh
ntemet, th@!8h to hypemedia, w reless co np|le6 afd smdn boôrds, teacheE now hdve d<ess to a plelhoE
of technooSlcltoos to teach thei slblect aid en8a8e Ùreir stude s. Yet, ùntl€cenlly very ltllewôs desiSne.
specl cà y lor h story ed!.ètots Th s ôftce presenc nn oletuiew of curent developrnefts ii d Shal hhory lt
sùggesc tlÉt ùfLike p€viols iiitlàtlver the sludy oI the past w lh hypenned à àid cornpûer prosGms caf he p
a.niæ Ure 8oa of allhentlc" iqLiry'bàsed eàrnirs

|ntroductaon
'lhcrc is a growing body of studies suggesting that students learn best history

when thcy are ætively engaged in investigûling authentic, meanirgful problens of
the collective past using clisciplinnry histor/ tools. hlquiry-basecl learniDg would
plovide students with opportunitics to npply irnd trarrsfcr historical krrowlcclgc in
pcrsonâ1, novcl ways. Using d powcrtirl 4nalogy io spotts, Chad Gafiicld (2001)
recendy argued that teaching studcnts to think likc an historian must bc closcr to
"coâching" thin "p rofcssirlg'l S lrLdcn ts, lre observed, nrust tre "coached while they try
to dribble, pass and shoot dre historic.rl ball" (p. I2). From this pcrspcctivc, thc
acquisition ofsubstantivc knowlcdgc ofthc past (fàcts, dâtcs, cvcnts) bccomcs only
â prcrcquisitc to mcâningfiLl histolical undelstancling irr tlre sarle way baskctball or'
hockey plâyers need $onre k[owledge ofthe gonre (ru]es, str0tegies, statistics) to be
âtrle Lo perfôrnlând ultimately become skilled nt ir.

Bccausc ofthe kind ofmâtcrial, tools, ând supporl structurc thât such historicâl
perforffêrlces recllrir€, nlirny past iriliatives lo teirch stLrdents to "play listory" bave
not been widely ùccepted or âdopted.'lhe recenL trânslonrrâtions in compùler lech-
nology and hypermedia âre now regarded âs i possible solutioD to clossroo
inquiry-based learIiIg. Digital history in pruticularoffers new hopes to âll those like
Gttflield intcfested in teaching as "historicâl conchcs'l

Four reasons can accourt lor the presert optilnisnl in hisrory educarioll. Firsr,
thc study of thc past using clcctfonicâlly âcccssiblc soufccs âncl hypcrmcdin hâs,
voluntarily or ùot, liberalized access to aùd use ofhistory. Urtil rot so long ago, only
a smâll ùunber of"e{perts" had ihe time ând opportuDity to access arùival materials
and produce historical krowledge. The result was an almost conlplete domination
of h istorical knowledgc pr oduction àn d disseminâtion by estâblished authorities in
the domiin. With thc advcnt ofthc lntcrnct nncl n€'w digitization lechnologics, not
only are historical publications ard productiols rnore readily available nr electronic
fôrmnt, but ân increasing number ol previou.dy disregârded âmàtelLrs, genealogisLs,
teachers, ând even students have dcveloped significant interests in thc stùdy ofrheir
past.In this scnsc, libcralization has gone hand in hândwith the decentralization of
klrowledge and access to informatior

Closely related to this liberalization is the rcmarkable intensification of digital
archival activities. Since ihe 1990s, the iechnology allowing for scanning aDd pub-
lishing sources in electronic lormât hâs hâd ân enormous impact on the accessl
retri€viDg, and use ofprimary and seconclary sourccs. From personâl computers, it
is rlow possible to search, acquire, and manipulatc masses of records and artifacts
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originally stored in repositolv sites bcated at thou
sands ofkilomctcrs away liom thc users. While thc
numbcr of sourccs ar,ailable online remains r-ela-
tiveiv low coflp0red to the total anrounL ol phvsical
rccords, it is noncLhcless possiblc to havc acccss to
nilions of negàb].tes of infbrmation, includng
nore thâD 9500 Cdnâdi.rù periodicdls âud books rl
the Libftry ând Archives CNnildâ âllnre. Mâny
provincial rrchives, museullrs, and locrl lisloricâl
sitcs have also engaged in the process of nakhg
available online parts of their co ections (see, for
irlstârrcc. thc Mccorci lv]tLsclrnr ol CÀ actian hisLor.!
ù1\1v.'rccordïruseum.qc.ca).

!il||0ll! intercsling, lhe curreirt digilrzillion 01
sorrces has not only benefited users o1 mrseurr
,ud archnal sitcs, it has also rcndcrcd availablc
onl inc 1r.rni"  I r ivr lc col lcct ions thrt  had lrot  bccn
,rrclivcd )-et. ,\matcLrf listolians. gcDealogists, as
u,cll .rs iàrnilics, o usLs, rcginrcnts, .rrc1 schools dir
possess valuablc recorts and rclics l.ut raLc'Ly iravc
thc fin.rncial nrcans ancl rcsoLLrccs to crcatc otfici.il
feposi lor ies und clLi l logr.res. Since Lhc 1990s, Lhc
wcb h.rs rcducccl signilicrntly thc costs associntcd
wilh thc clcsigr) ol'cxhibils. Ilr iict, it hrs virtl]îlly
. l  n i n . , r f . l  r l . f  r f . , l i r  , ' r . , 1  l ' , r  i . r . r . ,  r . l ' l . ' . r :  n
rrn( l  ( l isscmiul t io lr  -  with rr l l  Lhc poterrt i i l  p i t l i r l ls
ofsuch low-cost c lcctfoDic produc(j(nl  nd dcl iv-
cry.  ' l 'hc " l ) icf  2l"  nrt iorrcl  histor ic l l  wcbsitc i rrrnr
Nour Scolir (ww$'.dllllcJ) in.l lhc "Scp(cnrb.f

I I I)igi{rl Âr.hivei' (hrtÈtl!nrql[Lr.e]=q) rlt
crrr l ) lcnrnl ic i lhLsl fnt i l lns ol  Lbis u$v trrrrs io,rra
ti(xr ilr cligitrl ifchivnl r.tivitics.

l  hi f (1,  ( l ig i t i r l  h is lory hrs fcndc|t1l  thc stucly o1'
rhe plsr lnofr  l i ieni l l l ,  r f rd cofr ln(LùiciLivc. l ly
virnre of their iligit,rl firrnatting and design. his
lof ic ir l  sour.c\  , rc ci ls icr ' to sclrch lncl  l , rc.r tc and,
l ,  ,  . t : r  . i  . .  | ,  '  I i , l  |  , .  . f ; . r ' , i \  r . , r ' i r -
Lr late. l  . rnd u.t . l  thrn or iginal  ones. Co]rplr ter l r l
cfrtc us.fr .rû. Iar e\.rn)p[', cfr'itil.elv dorvnload,
copr ' .  an.1 p.rstc r .rr ioLrs souLces (hcludir lg
sounds, vidc,, . .  . rnd lL) . r f t ih. ts) dir€ct ly iDio
t h c i r  o s n  f n r L l u i r i o f .  l r , , n r  t h c  s i n r p l c  c l i c k  o f
{hcir  .olr tpur.r  n, ,u. . .  r i thoLrt  I l l  thc i r lno),
.rnccs o1 r. .k l i r i , , . . r1 . . ' . . r r .h.  \ iû1i l . r f l r ,  thc com-
b i n a t i o n  o i  J r ! : r . r .  r r . : , , r ,  . ' i : h  r l e r t I o n i c  e i ' r r r
n r u r i . . r t i o n  . r L : . , : , .  : :  - : . . : r . !  . ! I l d  t i r t . f
cx.hrngc\ ol  i : r . , : : : :  r :  : :  ' :  . . : - : r , .  . r r t  nor rblc
r r  < . r . r b  . l  r .  . .  :  '  

1  , t .  .
. r n r . l . l r " . l
of  intcrcst Lr. .  l i  \ -  .  :  : . :  := . , rrJ l i l rgr

.onnunicâte âûd inLelâct in wa,ys ncvcr bcforc
possible" {p.4).

Finall,v, ând perhaps ùlore inportrnt 1-or edu
càtors, djgitâl history has thc cnorrnous poteDtral
. ' r  f  ^ I o r i . r g . , r  d .  r  u r . i r  g . l - e . . . . e l e r r .  ' ; ,
hiskrry.AsloDg as listory educatio v.Ls dclincd in
ternls ol dcljvcfilrg n mâstcr-nrfrative. traditional
l c . r . r ' . .  ' . 1  t . "  I ' o . ' 1 .  r . , r d i  r e .  . . ,  n , .  . '  r ^  i
rrle. Yel, lviLh lhe nelv corslructil.ist lc.l| ning para-
digm, the focus has slifted lrort behaviolisn L,.r
con4,lert icts ofmeannrg rndsense mâl(ing. l}rrth
cclucaLors'ancl snrdents' roleshaveclunged dlasti
clllr-. Digilirl hjslory hN gfc.rt poLcntixl l)ccausc of
thc l i i fd ol  lh ings i l  o l Icn Lmcrs. Unl ikc classrmm
tertbooks, encfclope(liirs or rvorl(shccts, digiti1l
J r . r , '  I  p l  r i . 1 . .  . ' . L r r t . " . t h  r . . l l i . ' l (  . , . r  h < r ) l i .
h istor ical  sourccs (pf int ,  aLrdb, video, and rt i fac
tLrrl) ir.r cornpùtrtimrl rrode alleirdy lamili.u Lo
rhcnr.  Nlorc i l r rcfcsr iug. digi tal  histof l  Prts st |
. L I t ' . r .  t l r t  ' i r  r l  l i ù . u l  . - 1 ' r ( .  ( ( l i . ' r  ' , r ' .
in\.cstigatirg aspc.ts of the pûst. llecâLrse (ligilrl
h istory is not s lructured.rround thc dcl i r .cry ofan
o Fllcial story, stu(lents ifc irorc direclly ind irclivc-
l,v iùvolvcd iù 1is(orjcrl inc|.rirf antl lirrn ol
' ! l i l lccr ic rc.rs(nr irrg -  lhar is,  rhc âl) i l iL),  Lo sLudy
r . l  .  f r '  r . r ' r  I  r . .  r i f  '  r ' ,  t ' 1 r  \ ' -  . , . r  . r  r  i . .  I

f l t - | rsh N Slyc,1006).

ls playing history "natural"?

Slying lhr l  ( l ig i ln l  hisLofy crr  suppofL sLu-
dcIts '  uûdcfs[ndi |rg rrnd pf.ct icc ol  history is nol
to sl ,v,  ho$cvcr ' ,  thl l  $ùcf c i)r l i { rr lcct  ! ! i th
ùuthcnric diSi ldi  sotLrccs studcnts rLi l l  intùirnely
pc ôrn lhc lirsk\ clcrlrnclcd or irrivc àt sophrstr-
crted iorrns ,r I  lh inkiùg. As S0nr Wirreburg (2001)
, . . . o l r  . i r ; 1 1  r ' v . , i , . . 1  . t  , " . . .  l r l r ; i . r r r

'irlrnaturâl actl'To becoDrc more experl, slLrderls
usl bc gLriclccl.tncl cncôlrràgcct in thcif pcrforrn-

.rnce.^rd, so tir it is fxir to cluiln thxt schools hnve
been irrgely inel lèct ive iù thei f . ]bi l j !y to tcrch thc
'\r Dnatu râl ' tlirkirg ol histofirns.

Many terchers have preselted. not ùecess0r )-
tithout rcasons, thcir reservation for adopting an
inquirv based lerrning model Lrsing contpulel
technology. lligit.rl histoq' can bc pcrcencct âs
ovcft.hclrrring, creâting al overload of disconrect
cd .rnd mismatched infomltior from the rveb.
Ërrpiricàl stlLdics on the subject present mixecl
responses fronteachers who have enployed digital
histon. notablv in the fomr of WcbQuesls.
StLrdents o1'leD ùdop( à "p.rth-oi-lcâst-rcsistanccl'

i..rnninq the materiâl fbr quick and easl cut and
f.r\t. rnsr\:rrs (Ililson, 1002). Rehted to tljs hst

such as httf: .li:,::.. - .
Th€se soclo-.d':..:: l
argues, rre cr)r l \ : : : :  .  .



point, a recent U.S. study also reveals thât techrol
ogy training ancl access to computer r€sources lrave
a direct impact on the type of instruction en1ployed
by t$chers (Friedmân, 200(r. Those who hâve
direct access to teclnlology, as wel as adequate
computcr training, tcnct to t|.se digitâl history nror€
repeatedly ard etrectively than those rvho do not.

Despite these limitatiols, grorving evidence
suggests that students can learn to do history and
that tbc pfactice ofsuch glLided investigations ând
ability to "think unnarurally" abouL thc pasr leâ.l
thenr to nlore nuarlced and sophisticated uDder
standing of the issues ât hand. Studerts who havc
been exposed p,?g,'ciiive/), and fepcd tc.ll.i, to histor
ical practice have developecl a more Âcrte sensc of
cr i t ical  thinking and histor ical  ownership. lhey
0rc more self-rcsporlsible for their learning alld
also morc likcly ro Lrnderstand whaL histot.icrl nar'
ratives entail ard lnecnto them.Bùt howdoteflch-
crs succcsslirlly cngagc stlrclcn(s in digilal hislory?

According to rccent sludies nd techDololiicâl
initiatives in the field, snccess âppcars to bc rclatcd
lo Ât leasl lhree ldclorsr (1) the rdtlrrc of the rnsK,
(2) the connection to stLrdents' irlterest and devel-
oprDcnt, .Ùrcl  (3) lhc support ing structtr |c ol-rhc
lc rning tool, first, to be rrelniDgful .nd eDdÙr-
ing, i r lvÈsl igir t ion musl nol  revolvc i rroLrnd tr iv iôl
issucs iù histoly (e.g., Who firecl the first shot at
Lexington (lrccn?). Instcâd, thcy rrllst cngâgc stLr-
dcnts in signi l i .ânL prcblenls ât lhe heârl  ofhislo-
ry, which histofiâùs lnight hâvc alfcâdy stûdicc1ât
length but do not have n self-evident aNwer (e,9,,
\\rÀs Primc Ministcf li(dcad dccision to invokc
thc Wirf Mcâslrfcs Act in 1970 jrLstitjcd?). Orle
sll.tlegy is to vievr history alld curriculum gui<le-
lincs syroprically so as to rcvclti "bid idcri' thât
can be converted into meannrgful proLrlenx.

SecoDd, the power of hisiorical investigations
resides not only in the taskto perlôrrn brt in thcir
îbility to spârk iDteresi and promote ullcoverage.
Too ofter learnilg activities developed il] text-
book deal with problems that are either too coûr-
plcx for stldcnts to rcsolvc in class (do not recog
nize students' inerperience ancl lack of necessary
resourles) or loo simplistic for deep undersiand
ing ofa complex issue (fàctls on triviâl tâsks). lhc
iN.estigâtions should be such that they b Ld on
studcnts'prior knowledge and eitectively 1eâd
theùr to inquire and rnake sense of important
i*ues .h.r t  thev do no. under ' . tond 1et o. appr ' . i i -
àte lheir significânce in history and for ùern
selves. Writing an ârgrmentative essay on
Trudeaui coniroversial decision, for erample,
r c q r r  ( ,  r l , c  d e . i B r , ' f  , i n  e  r g i g i r g  i n d  r . r i g r . i I g

rnise eù scàre arcund French [ng]ish relatrons,
citizenship rights and f|cedoms, and domestic tcr-
rorism with supporting sources and scafftnds

Finally, and pcr-haps morc important, bccausc
.ht,r  t ive iornr of lc. ,rnirg -cqrrrrcr di ' Icrcr t  cogni-
tive âbilities than those developed iù traditioralhis
torylectures, it is unworkable to believe that inexpe-
rienced students will instinctively undertake disci-
plinary inquiries rvhcn given opportunitics to do so.
A5 q. lh Jn) .por l .  (o,nbirred :rr ' l rJ i l :on prJir :ce
xnd guidânce (such a.s sca{Iôlds) âre necessâry tr)
help novices develop their own expertise. As Robert
tsain (2006) ol)scNcs, "stdcnts' prriûsrructio al
habits [are] deeply ingrained, not eâsily repraced
cvcn by authcntic discfulinary activitics" (p. 106).
'li nsp1ânting disciplinâry inqLriries into history
classrooùrs is, therefor€, unrealistic unless teachers
r(\  i t ( . rnJ .r , l r | I  \ . , (h in\  * l  Ërr i , 'n.  h),  <nrN, 'y inS -
vndery ofpedago€ticnl tools âDd sùpport strLlctùres
such as: apprcpriate seârch enliine and lvebsites,
interactive rkrcuments (with sumn,alies, hyper-
linl(s), multirrodal ancl mult4)lc pcrrpcctivc sourccs
()1 infornratiol on the issue (print, visr.ral, ar.rclio,
video), ârld readinéi and rvriting strâtegies. Students,
even .rt the senior level,lrave great diliiculties reacl-
ing prinury sources, col]rparinli perspectives,
weighiDg siglifrcnnce, rDd eDrpnthizillg with prede-
cessofs, Jèachers nrust thereforc trâin students to
think l ikc histor i lns ènd not simply "observc the l
fionr the colnputer bench'l AItl tlis, in tlrrD,
ill1pljcs having ùccess lo ùnd bejng l.rnliliÀr wrlh
coD\Ntaliolul leclnologies iD the field,

I)igilal hisrory progr"rûs, slrch ns thc ncwly crc-
âled VirtLrêl Historiù (!!!!]!{ùludhisloLijl}!d in
CaDacln and ihe PIËlNet (httpl/pihret.org) h the
U.S., will not rcplacc tcirchcrs or mâgically tufn
borcd sLLLdcrts into profcssional historhns. I1 is
torul  1 iùrr ,"r1 tuprrt  .ucl  1.<Ll,rgugi, , rJr.pirr t iun.
in the h.rncls of cornptter programmers and web
desigrers. Rather teachers rl1ust view digital listo-
- y  , r , . r  o , ' r e r ' u l  l e J r r i r B  r u , ' l  r , ' r  c n d J 5 i r B . r u
dents into what it means to practice history. But
like any sport, the developnenI ol n1eàningfirl per
fôrmancc must bc lmth gradual andsustained.It is
unlil€ly that studerts will becolre lrore expert if
thcy only gct to play historysporadically. Althor.rgh
thcre is mllch wc nccd to knowabout the rolc and
impact of compùtâtional technology on stutlents'
historical learning, one thing is nrcreasingly ctear:
teachers rehctant to use srch technologies do it at
their owr peril. The use of the computer ill the
classroom, as Donald Spacth and Sonja Camcron
(2000) put it, "is no longer the issue" (p. lal).
What is at issrc iswhat teacherswantto do with it.



Referenc€
Baô R. (2006). seing the Meming "Hidden'in Htutory and
Socàl studies Teching. In E. Ashbum and R floden (Édt,
Medfliflg:ftl IAa ihg Unng Techflôlogy: what Êducators Nud
to Ktov akd Do.N*vorkTeâchers College Pres.

8ruh, T., and saye.I:r2006). Scaftrdir8 Crirical Reasnin8
in History and Sociâl Studiesi Tools to Support Problem-
Bâsed Historical Inquiy. Papu ?resentëd ai the enual
meeting o1ûÊ Ametican Edu.ational Rerearcù Asrociatrbn,
San Francisco, CA,

Friedman, A. (2006). World Hisiory Tdchds' Use of Digitai
Prlnâry Sources: The Eff€ct ofTt^i,ni,ng. Tneort and Reteafth
ifl Socldl E hcatioi,34(L )t 124-141.

Gaffield, C. (October/Noycmbea 2001). ToMrd the Coadr in
the Hisiory Classroon. Ca'adian Is,û: 12-14.

ree, ,. (2002). Digitdl Hisùory in th€ Hjstory/Social Srudies
ClâArrooin. 1r, Hnbty Tuclgr, 35 (a). 1"10. Àvajlable:
httpi//ll|M.hhtoft oôperÉtivaorg

Mihon, A. (2002). Thc lnErn€r ând lnqliry L€ÂrninSl
lnt€grating Medim and Method in a Sixih Grâd€ SocàI
Studics Clâssrôon. ndorrl anà Reteafth in Social Education,
30(3) :330-353.

Spaeth, D. and CrDeron, S. (2000). Computcre and
Resource-Bag€d History Teachin$ A UK Perspcctire.
Cotllpu@rs and th, Hunanhiet' 34t, 325-31'3.

Winebu{, S. l2ooL). Hktoàcal Thinking a,td Other
Una ftl Actt: chaning the lutuîe of Tuching the P^tL
Philâd€lphia: Ièmple Uni€rsity Pr€sr.


